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I.  Introduction
Shakespeare’s last history play King Henry VIII (1613)1 was a 
collaboration with Beaumont Fletcher.   This play has been less popular 
than his Elizabethan historical plays which describe the history of 
England focusing on legendary heroes’ extraordinary actions.  Indeed, 
in this play, Henry VIII is neither a Herculean warlike hero as was 
Henry V nor a tragic king like Richard II lamenting over his downfall. 
Although Henry VIII does commit adultery, he is more in control of 
himself than Falstaff.  He is never honest, but he does not possess the 
Machiavellian characteristics of Richard III.  Compared with these 
impressive characters, Henry VIII seems to lack the appeal that is cus-
tomarily found in Shakespeare’s ‘great’ heroes.
Critical attitudes regarding this play have also tended to be nega-
tive.  In particular, critics have pointed out its lack of unity.  In fact, the 
episodic structure of the play stands in the way of the audience from 
following the main plot more closely and renders more difficult the 
sharing of patriotic sentiments between the actors and the audience. 
Consequently, as Ribner pointed out, the play is not able to present an 
unvarying philosophy of history, and due to this discrepancy, it does 
not manage to attain a didactic purpose (288).  Those who do not appre-
ciate Henry VIII have insisted that it was Fletcher who was responsible 
for its inconsistency and they have blamed him for the failure of this 
play.  From their point of view, Shakespeare’s historical plays should 
be masterpieces in which the unity, royalism, patriotism, and didactic 
elements are present.  Since critics have discussed Henry VIII exclu-
sively in terms of authorship over a long period, they have failed to 
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emphasize the play’s potential usefulness in reconsidering what the 
Henrician Reformation was truly like and how it was represented in the 
popular culture.  As a result, the unrecognized greatness of these co-
authors has not been appreciated and the reputation of the play has suf-
fered.
Difficulties in evaluating Henry VIII lie in its ambiguous treat-
ment in historical writings and chronicles.  Originally, a Catholic and 
reluctant to be involved in the religious reformation, his divorce from 
Katherine of Aragon was one of the key elements which caused the 
start of the English Reformation.  Henry VIII himself was not an ardent 
reformer.  John Foxe’s reference to Henry VIII in Acts and Monuments 
explains this point.  At the beginning of the chapter on Edward VI, 
Foxe expresses dissatisfaction with his father’s incomplete reform:
Although it cannot be denied but kinge Henry, the noble father of 
this worthy prince, deserued also prayse & renown for his valiant 
and virtuous beginninge: Yet, if he had proceeded so hardeli, 
according as happely he begonne: and like as he only crakt the 
Popes crowne, and raysed his name, so if he had clene dispos-
sessed him of al: or as he hadde once got the vicory ouer him, so 
if he had persued his victory got: And (as it was preached before 
him at Greinwige), like as he had once unhorsed the Pope and put 
him out of the sadle, so if he had also taken awaye his trapers and 
sturruppes wherby the prelates went aboute to set him on his 
horse againe.  Then had his actes ioyning a perfect ende to his 
godly beginning, deserued a firme memory of much commenda-
tion, with the sauinge of many a poore mans life.
(Foxe 1563, 675 italics mine)
It is worth noting that although he hesitates to admire Henry VIII open-
ly, Foxe evaluates Henry VIII highly as the person who “began” the 
religious reform in England.  However, at the same time, he is aware 
that it was rather Henry VIII’s children who advanced the English 
Reformation.  Foxe is not overly impressed with Henry VIII’s imper-
fect reform, which resulted in the sacrifice of so many martyrs.  For 
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Foxe, Henry VIII was a capable but indecisive reformer.  Similarly, as 
will be discussed in the fourth section, Holinshed’s chronicles were 
used by many playwrights as source material for writing historical 
plays.  These same chronicles also reveal his ambivalent reaction to 
Henry VIII’s reformation.  We tend to regard historical faith as stable 
and expect historians to record a fixed truth.  However, actually, as 
Foxe and Holinshed illustrate, the truth historians have found in Henry 
VIII and his religious policy was also unstable and volatile.  They have 
been aggravated by the ambiguity of the Henrician Reformation 
although it was probably difficult for them to assess Henry VIII’s polit-
ical and religious achievements.  Historians’ response to the question of 
what is the truth in the Henrician Reformation varies, depending on 
their beliefs and position taken.  That is why Shakespeare and Fletcher 
might well have been interested in Henry VIII and his reformation.
Taking note of historians’ descriptions of Henry VIII’s personali-
ty and political achievements, Shakespeare and Fletcher attempt to shed 
light on the truth of the Henrician Reformation which historians strug-
gled to come to grips with.  In the Prologue of the play, our two play-
wrights enthusiastically declare their dramatic purpose.  Unlike the play 
of the rival company which was first performed in 1604 and revived in 
1613, Samuel Rowley’s When You See Me, You Know Me, Henry VIII 
is not “a merry, bawdy play.” Instead, it portrays Shakespeare and 
Fletcher’s “chosen truth” to the audience.
I come no more to make you laugh: things now
That bear a weighty and a serious brow,
Sad, high and working, full of state and woe,
Such noble scenes as draw the eye to flow,
We now present.  Those that can pity here
May, if they think it well, let fall a tear: 
The subject will deserve it.  Such as give 
Their money out of hope they may believe
May here find truth, too.
(Prologue 1-9 italics mine) 2
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Therefore, what may we ask is this truth referred to in the Prologue?  Is 
it the accuracy of historical records?  Or is it a truth hidden behind the 
Henrician Reformation?  Whatever may be the case, it is imperative to 
consider what the truth represents.
In this paper, I would like to reconsider the truth in Henry VIII’s 
Reformation which Shakespeare and Fletcher attempt to reveal.  First, I 
will discuss When You See Me, You Know Me as one of the Henry VIII 
plays which were performed before Shakespeare and Fletcher’s Henry 
VIII.  This play will tell us how the reformation was understood in the 
popular culture, and its representation of the King will show us the con-
temporary image of Henry VIII.
Next, the Duke of Buckingham’s trial will be discussed.  In Henry 
VIII, the four trials—those of Buckingham, Katherine, Wolsey and 
Cranmer—are carried out, and each one is engaged in judging the truth. 
However, ironically, in Buckingham’s case, the truth is distorted and it 
causes his downfall.  In this section, examining Holinshed’s ambivalent 
remark, I will explore the meaning of Buckingham’s trial in this play.
In the third section, I will analyze the process through which 
Henry VIII turns his own private conscience into one of the  principles 
of the nation.  Henry VIII’s divorce from Katherine is an important 
matter in the English Reformation, and it is well known that in the 
divorce proceedings, Henry VIII insisted on his scruples of conscience. 
I will endeavor to reveal what truth Shakespeare and Fletcher saw in 
this assertion of Henry’s conscience.  To close, the last section will deal 
with the process by which Henry VIII fabricates the truth about his 
divorce.  In this matter, Thomas Cranmer is a key figure, and the play’s 
treatment of Cranmer is crucial in order to consider Henry VIII’s truth. 
Consequently, I would like to examine the meaning of this play under 
the reign of James I.
II.  representation of henry vIII in When you See Me, you 
Know Me
In the public mind, Henry VIII was a Protestant hero who resisted 
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Catholicism and brought about the schism.  A well-known engraving of 
Henry VIII in Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, where the Pope is used as a 
footstool, gives us a contemporary image of the King.  That is, Henry 
VIII embodied an English monarch as the head of both the state and the 
church and was a position where there was no other authority over the 
King other than God.  On the other hand, in the popular culture Henry 
VIII, sometimes accompanied by his fool Will Sommers, appeared in 
literary works as a boisterous and temperamental character.  His famous 
night-walk was first mentioned in John Stow’s work and described in 
many ballads and chapbooks (Grant “History” 136-141).  The image of 
Henry VIII as a lascivious king or a night walker is far from the 
Protestant hero struggling against the Catholic church.  Probably people 
would have been aware that the Henrician schism was regarded as one 
of the great achievements of Henry VIII, but they might not have linked 
the development of the English Reformation to the King.  As Foxe 
pointed out, it was thought that the English Reformation was completed 
not by Henry VIII but by his successors, Edward VI and Elizabeth.
Samuel Rowley’s When You See Me, You Know Me (1604) repre-
sents this popular image of Henry VIII.  In this play, Henry VIII 
received the title of ‘Defender of the Faith’ from the Pope and made 
every effort to establish sound relations with the Catholic countries on 
the continent.  Rowley’s Henry VIII carefully keeps his distance from 
Protestantism and never joins the religious debate between Protestants 
and Catholics.  He hates Luther and his book, and he does not feel any 
sympathy for the religious tumult in Germany.  Henry VIII’s religious 
attitude does not sway drastically, and he remains Catholic.  Instead, 
other characters surrounding him voice their religious concepts. 
Specifically, his son Prince Edward is described as a future Protestant 
ruler.  Edward’s reaction to the letters from his two sisters, Mary and 
Elizabeth, is worth noting.  In Mary’s letter he laughs at her tutors’ 
blindness and bemoans her imperfect awareness of God’s preservation. 
On the other hand, he expresses deep sympathy towards Elizabeth: 
 Loving thou art, and of me best beloved, 
 Thy lines shall be my contemplations cures, 
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And in thy vertues will I meditate,
To Christ Ile onely pray for me and thee.
This I imbrace, away idolatrie, (I2)
The audience of 1604 would have been conscious of Queen Elizabeth’s 
important role in the English Reformation.  Without her struggle and 
strenuous diplomatic efforts, England would not have been established 
as a Protestant country.  James I’s religious policy succeeded 
Elizabeth’s stand, but ideally, his ultimate role in the European interna-
tional relationship was that of a peacemaker as he endeavored to foster 
good relations with the European Catholic league.  Edward’s brief ref-
erence to Elizabeth can be seen as quietly criticizing James’ ambiguous 
attitude toward both Catholicism and Protestantism.
As Robinson pointed out, the Foxean plays often allude to the 
evangelical texts to indicate inner faith (64).  Let us consider the exam-
ple of Thomas Heywood’s If You Know Not Me, You Know Nobody 
Part I (1604).  Imprisoned in the Tower, Princess Elizabeth discovers 
the Bible and succeeds to the English throne with the Bible at the end 
of the play.  In this play, Elizabeth’s religious faith is revealed through 
the Holy Book, and at the same time, England and the secured monar-
chy are celebrated by God.  When You See Me, You Know Me describes 
the dispute between Bonner and Queen Katherine concerning the scrip-
tures.  Henry VIII criticized Luther’s books and was given the title of 
‘Defender of the Faith’ by the Pope, but Katherine suggests reexamin-
ing Luther’s bible.
QUEEN  Me thinks twere well my Royall Soveraigne,
    Your Grace, the Emperour, and the Christian Kings,
    Would call a Counsaile and pervse the bookes,
    That Luther writ against the Catholiques,
    And superstitions against the Church of Rome,
    And if they teach a truer way to heaven, 
    Agreeing with the Hebrew Testament,
    Why should they not be read and followed?  (H3)
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As McMullan points out, the “truth” is a subject of religious ideology 
during the sixteenth century (67), and the Foxean plays center on the 
fundamental question of which is the one true faith, Catholicism or 
Protestantism.  The answer to this question lies in Katherine’s sugges-
tion of finding “truer“ teaching in Luther’s work rather than the scrip-
tures.  She is keenly aware that it is a truer book that agrees with the 
Hebrew Testament, and it is clear that she objects to Henry VIII’s anti-
Lutheran position.  Thus, in the play, the Bible is not only a stage prop-
erty.  Indeed, Katherine’s insistence on reexamination of Luther’s texts 
represents the important role that the Bible plays in the English 
Reformation and implies that it was a subversive threat to the Henrician 
court.
In this play, Henry VIII remains Catholic, but throughout the 
play, Catholicism is embodied by such ambitious and cunning charac-
ters as Bonner, Gardiner and Wolsey rather than Henry VIII, and it con-
trasts with the honesty and the integrity of Protestantism which was 
represented by Prince Edward and Queen Katherine.  The play empha-
sizes that behind Henry VIII’s diplomatic policy, there was Wolsey’s 
intense ambition to be Pope.  In other words, Wolsey ignores the 
King’s absolute authority, and behind the scenes, he manipulates the 
international Catholic league.  As a result, Henry VIII’s diplomatic pol-
icy is disrupted given his heavy dependence on Wolsey.  It is only 
when Henry VIII has noticed the cardinal’s ambition and banished him 
from the court that he faces the Reformation as a true absolute king rul-
ing over the church and his realm.  Later, Shakespeare and Fletcher 
criticized this boisterous play, but paralleling Henry VIII’s unenthusias-
tic involvement in the English Reformation and Prince Henry’s exuber-
ant knowledge and understanding of Protestantism, Rowley assured the 
image of Henry VIII in the popular culture.
III.  “I am richer than my base accusers that never knew what 
truth meant”: The truth of Buckingham’s trial
The Duke of Buckingham’s downfall is recorded in Holinshed’s 
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chronicle, and Henry VIII follows this closely.  It is interesting that by 
properly tracing back the record of the case of Buckingham, the play 
shows how truth is distorted.  The Duke of Buckingham is accused of 
high treason against the King and is finally sentenced to death by the 
law.  However, the formal trial is only reported by the two gentlemen 
and not seen on stage (2.1.1-54).  Instead, we hear Buckingham’s for-
mer Surveyor’s testimony before the King at the pre-trial.  The 
Surveyor testifies to the King “I’ll speak but truth” (1.2.177), but 
Queen Katherine interrupts him pointing out that his testimony is ques-
tionable since the Duke was greatly displeased with him.
                        If I know you well,
You were the Duke’s surveyor, and lost your office
On the complaint o’th’tenants.  Take good heed
You charge not in your spleen a noble person
And spoil your nobler soul.
(1.2.171-175 italics mine)
According to Queen Katherine, Buckingham noticed the Surveyor’s 
unfaithfulness and dismissed him from office.  This reference is based 
on Holinshed’s description,3 wherein it is implied that this case would 
lead to Buckingham’s future downfall: “not knowing how that in so 
dooing he procured his owne destruction, as after appeared” (Holinshed 
856).  Katherine’s warning to the Surveyor suggests that his testimony 
was his revenge against his former master more clearly than 
Holinshed’s report and she insists that his testimony would be false.  In 
addition, in the previous scene, the audience is informed that the 
Surveyor was bribed by Cardinal Wolsey (“My surveyor is false: the 
o’er-great Cardinal / Hath showed him gold.” 1.1.222-223) In short, 
this pre-trial is a good opportunity for Wolsey to seek the ruin of 
Buckingham.  Immediately before the Surveyor’s speech, Kathrine crit-
icized the King’s policy of taxation, carried out by Wolsey.  Katherine 
censures the blindness of Henry VIII in both taxation and the 
Surveyor’s testimony, attempting to make him recognize these faults. 
Nevertheless, Henry VIII believes the Surveyor’s speech and judges 
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Buckingham to be a traitor (1.2.209-214).
Buckingham’s case is worthy of note because it reveals that histo-
riography was ambivalent about his offence.  Holinshed ends 
Buckingham’s case with frustration in his remark:
These were the speciall articles & points comprised in the indict-
ment, and laid to his charge: but how trulie, or in what sort pro-
oued, I have not further to say, either in accusing or excusing him, 
other than as I find in Hall and Polydor, whose words in effect,  I 
have thought to impart to the reader, and without anie partiall 
wresting of the same either to or fro.  (Holinshed 864).
Holinshed presented more ample evidence of Buckingham’s treason 
(863-864) than that in Henry VIII, but was not convinced of Henry 
VIII’s judgement.  Shakespeare and Fletcher not only follow 
Holinshed’s structure and turns of phrase closely but also expand on his 
ambivalence about Buckingham’s transgression.  Holinshed’s annoy-
ance is represented in Buckingham’s resentment and disappointment. 
When he was arrested for high treason, he had already realized that 
Wolsey’s plotting had ruined him (“The net has fallen upon me: I shall 
perish / Under device and practice.” 1.1.203-204).  However, there was 
no way to prove his innocence, and he thought if imprisonment and 
execution were the will of God, he could but obey.  He did not resist 
Wolsey’s cunningness in spite of being innocent nor did his point of 
view falter even after he was sentenced to execution.
I have this day received a traitor’s judgement,
And by that name must die; yet heaven bear witness,
And if I have a conscience, let it sink me,
Even as the axe falls, if I be not faithful.
The law I bear no malice for my death—
’T has done upon the premises but justice—
But those that sought it I could wish more Christians.
Be what they will, I heartily forgive ’em.
(2.1.58-65)
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Although Buckingham professes his innocence, he accepts execution 
under the law, hoping to display Christian values.  Buckingham’s 
dilemma appears to mirror Holinshed’s anxiety of Henry VIII’s justice 
which is only based on the testimony of a single villainous person. 
Buckingham does not resist the King, but his lament requires that we 
reconsider whether the testimony and Henry VIII’s judgement were 
reliable or not.  Buckingham does not mention the King as one of the 
‘base accusers” who cannot understand what the truth is (2.1.104-105), 
but through the trial of Buckingham, Shakespeare and Fletcher expose 
the ambiguity of Henry VIII.
Iv.  “I meant to rectify my conscience”: henry vIII’s 
conscience
As observed in the many comments of critics, Henry VIII was a 
king who turned his own conscience into one of the principles of the 
nation, as well as endowing the English Reformation with authority 
through this same conscience.  Shakespeare and Fletcher focused on the 
word “conscience” in Holinshed’s chronicle where it was used as a key-
word to represent the Henrician Reformation.  In Henry VIII, the play’s 
action is centered around it, and the King’s strategy of making new 
truth is epitomized in this word.
After his brother Arthur died, Henry VIII married his brother’s 
wife, Katherine of Aragon in 1509.  According to Virginia Murphy, 
Henry VIII began to doubt the validity of his marriage with Katherine 
in the spring of 1527 and decided to divorce her at the end of the sum-
mer (135).  It is well known that his reasonable grounds were based on 
the book of Leviticus in the Old Testament which prohibited marriage 
to a brother’s wife (Leviticus 18:16).  Moreover, based on Leviticus 
20:21, Henry VIII believed that the deaths of his children showed 
God’s resentment against their forbidden marriage.  It is well known 
that he referred to these scruples of conscience in his claim for divorce. 
Holinshed refers to Henry VIII’s words:
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Which words once conceiued within the secret bottome of my 
conscience, ingendered such a scrupulous doubt, that my con-
science was incontinentlie accombred, uexed, and disquieted; ….
Thus my conscience being tossed in the waues of a scrupulous 
mind, and partlie in despaire to haue anie other issue than I had 
alreadie by this ladie now my wife, ….
I thought it good in release of the weightie burthen of my weake 
conscience, ….
Wherein, after that I perceiued my conscience so doubtfull, ….
(Holinshed 907-908 italics mine)
Following Holinshed’s description of Henry VIII’s conscience closely, 
Shakespeare and Fletcher’s Henry VIII also uses his own wounded con-
science as self-defense and implies that he would eventually seek a 
divorce.  By adding a sexual connotation, however, Shakespeare and 
Fletcher represent an underside of Henry VIII that Holinshed did not 
present.
SUFFOLK   How is the King employed?
CHAMBERLAIN   I left him private,
               Full of sad thoughts and troubles.
NORFOLK   What’s the cause?
CHAMBERLAIN   It seems the marriage with his brother’s wife
               Has crept too near his conscience,
SUFFOLK   No, his conscience
               Has crept too near another lady.  
(2.2.13-17 italics mine)
Suffolk’s remark indicates that Henry VIII’s relationship with Anne 
Boleyn was becoming increasingly serious before his divorce from 
Katherine.  Here a lascivious image of the King is inserted into the pop-
ular culture, and before his “conscience” speech in Act 2 scene 4, this 
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image is repeated in the words below.  For example, Henry VIII him-
self picks up on Suffolk’s sexual connotation in his own exasperation at 
trying to leave his wife:
                             O my lord
Would it not grieve an able man to leave
So sweet a bedfellow? But conscience, conscience—
O, ’tis a tender place, and I must leave her.
(2.2.139-142)
It is clear that here Henry VIII is using the word ‘conscience’ with a 
sexual meaning in order to boast of his masculinity.  He is an “able” 
man who does not want to give up such an attractive woman as Anne 
Boleyn even though he is getting divorced from Katherine.  Behind his 
legal insistence on the divorce, we can see his sexual motivation tri-
umphing over the spiritual.4  The sexual implication of the word ‘con-
science’ continues in the next scene where an Old Lady persuades Anne 
that she should accept Henry VIII’s offer.  The Old Lady’s comment on 
Anne’s “capacity” of the “soft cheverel conscience” to “receive” the 
King’s “gift” if she “might please stretch it” (2.3.30-33) expands on the 
phras ing of Suffo lk and Henry VII I .  I t would seem tha t 
Shakespeareand and Fletcher undermined Holinshed’s representation of 
Henry VIII.  As a result, they subvert the meaning of Henry VIII’s key 
word, “conscience”.
In Holinshed’s version, Wolsey and Cardinal Campeius visited 
Katherine’s chamber and attempted to persuade her to give in to Henry 
VIII.  However, she gave them no appropriate response.  Instead, she 
asked them for some time to consider the matter.  The King and all the 
other lords were expecting the judgement to allow him to divorce the 
next day, but Cardinal Campeius decided to postpone the judgement.
That doone, the kings councell at the barre called for judgement. 
With that (quoth cardinall Campeius) I will not giue judgement 
till I haue made relation to the pope of all our proceedings, whose 
counsel and commandment in this case I will obserue: the case is 
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verie doubtfull, and also the partie defendant will make no answer 
here, but dooth rather appeale frome vs, supposing that we be not 
indifferent.  Wherefore I will adiourne this court for this time, 
according to the order of the court of Rome.  And with that the 
court was dissolued, and no more doone.  This protracting of the 
conclusion of the matter, king Henrie tooke verie displeasantlie. 
Then cardinall Campeius tooke his leaue of the king and nobilitie, 
and returned towards Rome.
(Holinshed 908 italics mine) 
Campeius neither agreed with Katherine’s insistence nor sympathized 
with her.  He found something doubtful, however, in Henry VIII’s 
claim for divorce.  It is worth noting that Holinshed’s version of the 
events recorded that Campeius’ doubt caused him to decide on the pro-
traction of the court and halted Henry VIII in his efforts.  Historically, 
John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, supported Katherine theologically 
and continued the debate with the King’s defenders, Wolsey and 
Gardiner (Murphy 135-136).  Instead of introducing Fisher’s controver-
sy about the King’s argument, Holinshed described Henry VIII’s dis-
pleasure with Campeius’ decision of postponement.  He did not men-
tion further comments regarding this matter, but his report of 
Campeius’ bringing a halt to Henry’s claim could have provided 
Shakespeare and Fletcher with an important clue for questioning Henry 
VIII’s self-justification.  In the play, Campeius decides to adjourn the 
court because Katherine is absent.  Knowing the decision, Henry VIII 
reveals his fury at Campeius in an aside:
I may perceive
These cardinals trifle with me.  I abhor
This dilatory sloth and tricks of Rome.
(2.4.232-234)
In spite of the ardent appeal of conscience, his divorce campaign did 
not proceed as hoped.  For him, Campeius’ decision seems to be in 
keeping with the Pope’s “tricks”.  His growing doubt about Campeius 
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who was not moved by his conscience speech causes him to proceed to 
the next step of fabricating the truth.
v.  making the truth
Katherine resists Henry VIII who insists on the invalidity of their 
marriage by mentioning the authority of history and custom.  She 
believes her marriage with him is definitely valid because their fathers 
had made great efforts for its validity:
The King your father was reputed for 
A prince most prudent, of an excellent 
And unmatched wit and judgement.  Ferdinand,
My father, King of Spain, was reckoned one
The wisest prince that there had reigned by many
A year before.  It is not to be questioned
That they had gathered a wise council to them
Of every realm, that did debate this business,
Who deemed our marriage lawful.
(2.4.43-51 italics mine)
She argued that her marriage had been authorized by the historical fig-
ures of the King of Spain and Henry VII and in addition to judicial 
approval, she emphasized that it already belonged to part of the history 
of England.  Having both historical and judicial grounds on her side, 
her marriage can be definitely nothing but the “truth”.  Therefore, it is 
not surprising that she is unable to understand Henry VIII’s insistence 
on the invalidity of the marriage and that she rejects surrendering to the 
whole argument put forth by Henry VIII’s side and withdraws from the 
court, requiring her supporters from Spain to do so too.  Shakespeare’s 
representation of this scene echoes Holinshed’s report, but the play 
expands on Katherine’s rejection which undermines Henry’s con-
science.  Not knowing his true intention, Katherine concludes that he 
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has been tired of her old age and lack of sexual attractiveness.
Alas, ’has banished me his bed already;
His love, too, long ago.  I am old, my lords, 
And all the fellowship I hold now with him
Is only my obedience.
(3.1.119-122)
Katherine’s despair concurs with Suffolk’s remark that Henry VIII’s 
“conscience” has already “crept too near another lady” (2.2.17).  To 
shed light on  Katherine’s interpretation of Henry VIII’s assertion of 
conscience being his self-justification for expelling her from the court, 
Shakespeare and Fletcher carefully designed a series of scenes wherein 
Henry VIII was attracted by Anne Bullen.  Before Katherine’s trial at 
Blackfriers, Henry VIII had met Anne for the first time and fallen in 
love with her at Wolsey’s banquet.  Holinshed had reported critically 
on Wolsey’s grandeur at the banquet of 1527, and the play mirrors 
Holinshed’s description of the splendid banquet on stage.  In fact, 
Henry VIII and Anne might have met as early as 1520, with their rela-
tionship being established by 1527 (Murphy 135).  Shakespeare and 
Fletcher set their first meeting at Wolsey’s banquet and immediately 
after that, their Henry VIII begins the appeal for his divorce from 
Katherine.  With these important changes, the play endeavors to uncov-
er the “truth” in Henry VIII’s conscience.
On the other hand, encountering Katherine’s sound historical and 
legal defense, Henry VIII has to prepare the evidence by himself and 
justify his claim for the divorce.  Shakespeare and Fletcher might have 
unearthed a clue to Henry VIII’s tacit strategy in John Foxe’s Acts and 
Monuments.  Foxe described Thomas Cranmer who was burned as 
Mary’s martyr at Oxford in 1556.  Shakespeare and Fletcher seemed to 
remain faithful to Foxe in the characterization of Cranmer.  In fact, the 
rivalry and enmity between Cranmer and Gardiner is reflected closely 
in Acts and Monuments, especially the famous episode, also taken from 
Foxe, where Gardiner made Cranmer wait a while before the chamber-
door.  However, in reality, they might have been more interested in 
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Foxe’s report of Cranmer’s involvement in the controversy of Henry 
VIII’s divorce (Foxe 1576, 1752-1754).  In Acts and Monuments, 
Henry’s principal advisors, Doctor Stephen and Doctor Foxe, inquired 
of Cranmer who “much favored the knowledge of the scripture” (Foxe 
1576, 1752) as to his opinion concerning the King’s cause.  Cranmer 
answered that “whether a man may marry his brother’s wife or not” 
was judged “by the divines and by the authority of the word of God” 
(Foxe 1576, 1752).  In addition, Cranmer told them that there was only 
one truth to be found in the word of God as indicated by the scriptures, 
although this was disputed by learned men in the universities of 
England as well as in Rome.  (895).  Having initially refused to join the 
divorce trial, ultimately Cranmer supported Henry VIII and ended the 
trial as the King expected.  Foxe briefly remarks on how Cranmer con-
cluded the divorce:
And thus by meanes of D. Cranmers handling of this matter with 
the King, not onely certane learned men were sent abroade to the 
most part of the universities in Christendome, to dispute the ques-
tion, but also the same beyng by commission disputed by the 
divines in both the universities of Cambridge and Oxforde, it was 
there concluded that no such matrimonie was by the word of God 
lawfull.
(Foxe 1576, 1754)
As mentioned above, Katherine’s evidence is so solid that Henry VIII 
cannot argue against her.  In addition, he wishes to eliminate Roman 
interference such as Campeius’ lengthening of the trial.  To deny the 
truth by which Katherine has Henry VIII worried and to block the 
Pope’s impediments, Henry VIII has to devise a new truth on which he 
can depend.  For this creation, he needs Cranmer.  In stalemate, Henry 
VIII desires Cranmer’s return: “My learned and well-beloved servant, 
Cranmer,/ Prithee return.  With thy approach I know / My comfort 
comes along” (2.4.235-237).  Not by the authority of church or history 
but by his own conscience and the argument made by selected scholars, 
Henry VIII rewrites the past and manufactures a new truth in history. 
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That is why Cranmer and his theological knowledge are indispensable 
to Henry VIII.  Cranmer’s role in Henry VIII’s divorce proceedings is 
significant, but unlike Foxe, Shakespeare and Fletcher emphasize that 
Cranmer was an agent who carried out the King’s personal desire rather 
than being a sincere theologian.
Thus, Henry VIII subverts and cancels the “truth” in historical 
writings involving the Henrician Reformation and reveals to the audi-
ence other truths, which they had already partly known.  The most 
intriguing scene is that of Cranmer’s prophesy at the end of the play. 
Holinshed briefly mentions christening a baby princess, Elizabeth 
(934), but the play turns it into Cranmer’s celebration of Elizabeth and 
the future of England.  Ironically, however, the audience of 1613 knows 
his prophesy was mostly not realized.  For example, although Henry 
VIII hoped that his descendants would continue his line, as Queen 
Elizabeth died leaving no heirs, the Tudor dynasty ended in 1603.  In 
addition, Cranmer links the future of England to Elizabeth only and 
there is no mention of Edward and Mary.  However, after the death of 
Henry VIII, three monarchs struggled to reign over the kingdom, plung-
ing political and religious controversy.  Needless to say, the whole pro-
cess was at times bloody and gruesome, and the future of England was 
not as splendid as Cranmer boasted of in his prophecy.  At the end of 
the play, the audience would remember Queen Elizabeth and James I in 
Cranmer’s celebration of Princess Elizabeth and the reference to the 
ashes of the maiden phoenix which was to create a new heir (5.4.40-
41).  At the same time, they would be aware that Henry VIII’s newly 
fabricated truth led England along a thorny path and that even during 
the reign of James I, the Henrician Reformation would continue.
vI.  conclusion
James I had struggled to unite a nation under one religion when 
he succeeded to the throne, but, in 1612-13 when Henry VIII was per-
formed, the English people were still confronted with the question, 
which was the truth, Catholicism or Protestantism, given that the king 
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himself could neither resolve the question nor bring about religious 
union among his people.  It would not be an exaggeration to say that 
because Henry VIII had chosen such a difficult road for England during 
his reign, his successors all, including James I, were forced to endure 
extremely hard political and religious times.  In other words, Henry 
VIII was indeed a problematic precursor to them all.
Realizing the monarchy would continue to be affected by Henry 
VIII, Shakespeare, along with a promising young playwright, wrote a 
play which described the perplexing origin of the Henrician Reformation. 
In this play, they explore and react to the truth concerning the Henrician 
Reformation which was recorded by historiography.  Obviously, Henry 
VIII is not a subversive text, but it embodies the ambiguity that histori-
ans felt.  Therefore, the play should not be considered to be a failure 
among Shakespeare’s Elizabethan history plays but rather a Jacobean 
reaction to the historical times.  It should definitely be highly evaluated.
notes
This work was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number 18K00424.
1 The chronological order of the plays referred to in this paper follows that 
described in Alfred Harbage ed., Annals of English Drama, 975-1700, 3rd ed., 
(Routledge, 1989). I also accessed ‘The Database of Early English Playbooks’ 
(http://deep.sas.upenn.edu/index.htm) on September 29th 2020.
2 All the references to King Henry VIII are taken from King Henry VIII ed. 
Gordon McMullan (Thomson Learning, 2000).
3 ...whilest he [Buckingham] staid in that countrie till the King set forward, 
greeuous complaints were exhibited to him by his farmers and tenants against 
Charles Knevet his surveyor, for such bribing as he had used there amongest 
them. Whereupon the duke tooke such displeasure against him, that he depri-
ued him of his office, not knowing how that in so dooing he procured his owne 
destruction, as after appeared. (Holinshed  856)
4 Experts have pointed out that conscience and (Anne Boleyn’s) vagina are 
synonymous in this speech. (McMullan80-83, 2.2.142n)
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